FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
A transformed Assa Khan, was the lion of the occasion.
His puckered nose twitched, he winked maliciously, and all
day long he cracked jokes which sent his audience into shouts
of laughter. Happy at being back amongst his own kind, he
made up for the time he had lost, cut off from the rest of the
world, in lands that even the Mongols will not inhabit, and
where, for two years, he had seen nobody outside of his own
immediate circle.
We went to a primitive but extremely clean tent in which a
family of shepherds lived, to fetch somewheaten bread that
was being prepared for us.
A noble, white-bearded old man gave a banquet in our
honour, in the course of which Tokta Ahun had at least three
antelope cutlets more than anybody else. When it was over
we said good-bye to Assa Khan. I shook him warmly by the
hand—it was an unknown gesture and created great hilarity.
My parting words to our guide came to something like: "My
sick horse, very good horse. At Toruksai, seek thou and take
my horse."
The Gorges of the Altyn Tagk.
Our equipment was loaded on the donkeys, so that the
Pearl could take the road travelling light. The sore on his
back should consequently heal more quickly.
Tuzun, our guide, was charming. He had white teeth that
gleamed through his black beard and he had a bubbling
laugh like the laugh of a child. With him came a man whose
mouth was all wrinkled from the frequency with which he
uttered his sonorous "Kirr! Kirr!" in order to make way-
ward donkeys get on. I was, myself, riding a donkey now. It
was not very pleasant, for he was a lame donkey, and kept
stopping all the time. However, I vaunted the delights of
donkey-riding to Peter, and with his usual good grace he
ended by handing his mount over to me.
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